Computer-mediated Communication in a Japanese EMI Environment : Students’ Attitudes Towards Technology by Birtles Mark James
Computer-mediated Communication in a Japanese
EMI Environment : Students’ Attitudes Towards
Technology
著者 Birtles Mark James












Cozy, David. “Tying up the loose ends of gaijin life.” The Japan Times, 23 Oct 2011. 
Damrosch, David. What is World Literature? Princeton University Press, 2003. 
Guo, Nanyan. “Nihongo bungaku no bairingarusei.” Bairingaru na nihongo bungaku - tagengo 
tabunka no aida. Sangensha, 2013.  
Ito, Ken. Visions of Desire: Tanizaki’s Fictional Worlds. Stanford University Press, 1991. 
Khezrnejat, Gregory. “Tanizaki jun’ichirо̄ Tade kū mushi ni okeru orientarizumu: ‘nihon kaiki’ 
wo saikо̄ shite.” Dо̄shisha Kokubungaku, Dec 2012. 
Levy, Hideo. “Nihongo no shо̄ri.” Nihongo no shо̄ri. Kо̄dansha, 1992. 
---. A Room Where the Star-Spangled Banner Cannot be Heard: A Novel in Three Parts. 
Translated by Christopher D. Scott, Columbia University Press, 2011. 
---. “Seijо̄ki no kikoenai heya.” Gunzо̄, Mar 1987. 
Osaragi, Jirо̄. Homecoming. Translated by Brewster Horwitz, Knopf, 1954. 
Nishi, Masahiko. Gaichi junrei - “ekkyо̄teki nihongo bungakuron. Misuzu Shobо̄, 2018. 
Redman, Ben Ray. “New-Old Japan” The Saturday Review, 04 Jun 1955. 
Sasanuma, Toshiaki. Riibi Hideo - <hina> no kotoba toshite no nihongo. Ronsо̄sha, 2011. 
Strauss, Harold. “Geijutsuteki ni shitsu no takai sakuhin -- kikyо̄ to tade kū mushi amerika de 
shuppan.” Asahi Shimbun morning ed., 01 Dec 1954. 
---.  “Unusual Problems in Translating Japanese Novels.” Publishers Weekly, 13 Nov 1954. 
Tanizaki, Jun’ichirо̄. Some Prefer Nettles. Translated by Edward Seidensticker, Knopf, 1955. 
Thomas, Julia Adeney. “Oh Say Can You See.” Los Angeles Review of Books, 30 May 2012. 
Zoppetti, David. Ichigensan - The Newcomer. Translated by Takuma Sminkey, Ōzaru Books, 
2011. 




Computer-mediated Communication in a Japanese EMI 
Environment: Students' Attitudes Towards Technology 
 
Mark James Birtles 
Faculty of Global and Interdisciplinary Studies, Hosei University 
 
Abstract 
This pilot study explores students' attitudes towards the necessary shift to computer-mediated 
communication (CMC) in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings are based on 
responses to a small-scale online survey given to students studying in an English Medium 
Instruction (EMI) programme at a Japanese university at the end of the spring and fall semesters 
(N=60 and N=47, respectively.) The survey aimed to understand 1) students' attitudes toward 
CMC in an educational context, and 2) if there was any discernable difference as students became 
more accustomed to online teaching methods over time. The first analysis results showed that 
students overwhelmingly felt that the experiences had facilitated their studies in a new way, an 
attitude that runs contrary to previous studies. However, there was distinctly less enthusiasm for 
the impact on the social side of university life. The Fall Survey results were largely consistent 
with the spring, showing no significant change in feeling, except for the fact there was a 
statistically significant change in the number of students who would like to see a future option 
to continue to study online. The researcher suggests that CMC may have a place to coexist 
alongside traditional teaching methods in a post-pandemic future. 
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1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Computer-mediated Communication 
When Hiltz and Turoff (1978) first coined the term computer-mediated communication 
(CMC), one wonders whether they fully grasped quite how omnipresent and ubiquitous this 
form of communication would become. Jenks' (2014) proclamation that "CMC is a 
significant form of social interaction in today's world" (17) now seems somewhat of an 
understatement, viewed from the midst of a global pandemic. Indeed, in light of recent 
events, it seems more sensible to proffer the question, "what isn't computer-mediated 
communication?" (Yao and Ling, 2020). 
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, CMC had played a limited role in education. The 
introduction of the World Wide Web heralded new forms of communication between staff 
and students, such as email, online syllabi and learning management software; however, 
CMC in most undergraduate classrooms has been limited to the supplementary use of software 
(most recently, software like Canvas, Moodle, and Blackboard) to facilitate interaction (Stefanile 
2020). A study by Haas and Senjo (2004) found that despite an overwhelmingly positive view 
of technology, very few faculty staff integrated technology-based instruction methods into their 
courses. To "teach" online was a method reserved for distance learning and one that many 
instructors saw as being of "lower quality" than physical classes (see Hannay and Newvine, 
2006).  
CMC in education has been well documented and various factors have been cited as 
affecting student attitudes. Drennan, Kennedy and Pisarski (2005) found that ease of access of 
learning materials and autonomous learning styles were contributing factors to a positive view 
of technology, whilst Keller & Cernerd (2002) and Tirziu and Vrabie (2015) noted that an 
effective implementation strategy of an e-learning system was vital. It is of course a double-
edged sword, with Keller & Cernerd (2002) finding that students see little pedagogic value in 
CMC and Jackson & Helms (2008) and Beatty (2007) reporting that feelings of disconnectedness 
and miscommunication were common negatives. However, all previous studies have observed 
students in a voluntary e-learning or blended-learning environment. Never before has the 
education system faced a situation where the entire student population must be moved over to 
CMC wholesale and little was known about how the student population would react when 
everyone was in the same situation and there was little choice in the matter. 
 
1.2 A Move Online 
The COVID-19 pandemic changed how everything had to be done; it has been the single biggest 
challenge that the education system has ever faced (Nicola et al., 2020; Sahu, 2020). Never before 
have school closures come so swiftly and with such reach at all levels of the education system. 
In lieu of having safe physical spaces in which to educate, programs such as Zoom became the 
globe's de-facto classroom – this represented a seismic shift from human-to-human to computer-
mediated communication. One of the immediate effects of the COVID-19 pandemic was a 
stripping away of almost all the ancillary aspects of teaching and university life, leaving students, 
and indeed educators, to find their own "classrooms" in bedroom corners and hastily converted 
spare rooms. Socialising with peers and a familiar school learning environment are considered 
significant factors in contributing to healthy levels of motivation and engagement within students 
(Stipek, 2002). This sudden shift in teaching style had a multitude of effects: pedagogical 
strategies were mostly improvised, delivery methods were untested and student-to-student 
interactions were stilted. 
In Japan, despite an initially low rate of virus spread, the vast majority of universities were 
swift to move classes online (Nae, 2020). The pandemic response of the EMI department where 
the study was administered saw a shift in courses to an online format from the start of the spring 
semester (April 2020) after a two-week delay to allow for online teaching preparation. Classes 
remained predominantly CMC until the conclusion of the fall semester (January 2021). This 
reaction was consistent with the trend across Japan, which saw 96.6 % of tertiary institutions 
launching CMC teaching programmes (Saito, 2020). Only toward the end of the fall semester, a 
small number of physical classes had taken place in the university department for some first-year 
students under strict social-distancing measures.      
Professors were encouraged to use Zoom and Cisco Webex for the main class sessions, 
with classroom administration handled on the university learning management system, based on 
the Sakai open-source program. There was a large degree of freedom for individual instructors 
to adopt whatever additional software suited the instructional needs; anecdotally, the researcher 
heard of numerous adscititious tools being used, including (but not limited to) Google Hangouts, 
Google Classroom, YouTube, Open Broadcaster Software, Jitsi, Kahoot! and Blackboard. 
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Previous research shows that Japanese people are renowned for being digitally literate (Glotz, 
Bertschi & Locke, 2005), but by and large, this literacy had not been utilised in a Japanese 
learning environment, despite The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and 
Technology (MEXT) having placed particular emphasis on e-learning since 2001 (Aoki, 2010; 
Nae, 2020). Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, Funamori (2017) spoke of a "widespread concern 
in Japan that Japan is lagging behind other developed countries in terms of adapting to the digital 
age" (41); this assessment was supported by the findings of the latest Network Readiness Index 
(2019) which ranked Japan at 21st in the world (with a score of 57.60) for R&D expenditure by 
governments and higher education (Dutta and Lanvin, 2019). The sudden move to online classes 
was a leap into the unknown for the vast majority of Japanese institutions and one for which they 
were underprepared. 
 
1.3 EMI in Japan 
Another initiative MEXT has, for a number of years, been pushing for is the adoption of active 
learning (AL) in the classroom. This policy attempts to "shift classroom instructional approaches 
from teacher-directed to learning-centred" (Fukuda et al., 2015). EMI programmes in Japan have 
been at the fore of developing this kind of instructional change: small class sizes, discussion-
orientated and group-orientated lessons are the unique selling points of such programmes. EMI 
programmes aim to promote cultural and linguistic diversity and tap into Japan's quest for "global 
jinzai" (see Chapple, 2014). 
Despite their growing presence and popularity, EMI programmes in Japan are not without 
problems. The idea of studying in a foreign language at first seems appealing, but when coupled 
together with a shift in learning style to an AL environment, many students can feel overwhelmed 
(particularly students who have been schooled entirely within the Japanese education system, 
with no time spent studying abroad previously). This difficulty is in part due to students' 
uncertainty in an AL environment, as the vast majority of students exhibit a lack of experience 
in activities like group discussions, debates and group projects (Jenkins and Mauranen, 2019). 
Furthermore, Chapple (2015) notes that students in a Japanese EMI environment who are lacking 
in the ability to keep up tend to participate less in the classroom because of their considerable 
difficulty comprehending lessons.  
The sudden switch to CMC offered several distinct advantages for those studying in an 
EMI setting. Firstly, asynchronous communication allows students time to process written 
instructions and assigned readings in an L2, without the real-time pressure of a classroom 
environment. Therefore, students could take their time, use dictionaries and reread without the 
fear of being "slower" than other class members. Secondly, as many professors chose to record 
or pre-record content, the option to download or revisit lesson material was more readily 
available. Indeed, some of the most common learning strategies cited by struggling students in 
an EMI environment include downloading lecture slides and recording and listening to the 
lectures again (Chapple, 2015). This advantage was anecdotally seen in the EMI students at the 
institution studied: for example, privately listed (only those with a URL can view) videos 
uploaded to YouTube were watched, on average, 2-3 times more than the number of students 
enrolled on a course. Many of these additional views came at a much later date than the original 
class, suggesting that students were going back and continuously revising content.  Furthermore, 
the (increasingly accurate) automatic closed-caption subtitles function in YouTube offered 
another chance for students to review and be supported in a way a standard classroom 
environment does not allow. 
 
1.4 Research Questions 
Against the backdrop of a global pandemic and a sudden and enforced change to CMC, the 
research aimed to shed light on two central questions:   
 
1. How did students studying in an EMI setting feel about the new computer-mediated 
learning environment? 
2. Was there any discernable difference in attitude in the second semester compared to the 
first semester? 
 
The answers to these questions will promote useful discussion on how successful the shift 





The quantitative analysis was an online questionnaire consisting of 10 5-point Likert items (see 
Appendix 1). The goal was first to ascertain the perception of CMC in the spring semester and 
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then compare this to answers in the fall semester to see if there is any perceived change in 
students' attitudes toward computer-mediated teaching. The respondents (N = 60 and N = 47 in 
the spring and fall semesters, respectively) are all enrolled in an EMI program at a Japanese 
university and voluntarily answered the survey via a Google Form sent by email. The surveys 
were administered at the end of semesters, which had both taken place almost entirely online due 
to the university's decision to suspend physical classes. An informed consent explanation and 
checkbox were required to be completed prior to the main body of the survey to ensure there was 
full agreement to take part in the study. No names, student details, or email addresses were 
collected: this was not only to assure respondents that their information provided would be 
treated with anonymity but also to try to encourage full honesty about the situation. The 
statements were designed to stimulate a response on a range of factors affecting their computer-
mediated learning environment: the respondents' feeling toward the personal sphere, the 
instructor's role, the perceived value for their future and feelings about continuing in an online 
environment. The survey was given in English, with particular care taken to the wording to 
ensure vocabulary was easily understandable for students who are comfortable communicating 
in an English-only department. 
The initial Spring Survey was administered to ascertain a baseline feeling after one 
semester online. As the pandemic's onset was so unexpected, little was known about the students' 
feelings toward CMC prior to this time. The same survey was then also administered in the fall 
semester to see if there had been a perceivable shift in student feeling towards computer-
mediated learning. First, descriptive statistics were extrapolated from the Spring Survey dataset 
and then a two-tailed t-Test was run on the spring and fall responses to see if there was any 
statistically significant change in the attitude of the respondents. The null hypothesis and 
alternate hypothesis were formulated as: 
 
H0 = There is no difference in the perceived value of computer-mediated teaching by 
students between semesters. 
H1 = There is an observable change in the perceived value of computer-mediated teaching 
by students between semesters. 
 
The significance level (α) for the two-tailed t-Test was chosen to be Fisher's standard value. 
Therefore, achieving a statistically significant test result (P ≤ 0.05) means that the H0 hypothesis 




3.1 Spring Survey 
The responses from participants in the Spring Survey (N = 60) are detailed in Table 1. The 
distribution of responses gave a range of SE between 0.11 and 0.18. As the SE is relatively small, 






In terms of responses, there was an overwhelmingly positive response to statement 1 
(S1), "Studying online has taught me new skills" (M = 4.03, SD = 0.90) and S2 "These skills will 
be useful in the workplace" (M = 4.33, SD = 0.86). The most significant negative response was 
S6 "An online environment is good for making friends and socialising" (M = 1.65, SD = 0.92). 
 
3.2 Fall Survey 
The Fall Survey garnered a slightly lower number of responses (N = 47) and these are detailed 
in Table 2. Again, the distribution of responses gave a small SE, between 0.13 and 0.20. These 
values indicate that the mean of the fall respondents is relatively close to the true mean of the 
overall population.  
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The initial comparison of the Fall Survey's mean scores suggested a strikingly similar 
distribution to the Spring Survey; examples such as S2 (M = 4.32, SD = 0.91) and S5 (M = 2.74, 
SD = 1.33) typified this consistency. However, answers to S6 (M = 2.00, SD = 1.12) and S10 (M 
= 2.98, SD = 1.34) did show a significant increase in mean scores, which pointed towards a 
possible statistically significant change in attitude.  
 
3.3 Comparison 
A two-tailed t-Test was run to analyse the data for changes of a statistical significance between 
the two semesters. The results are detailed in Table 3. 
 
 
The results confirmed that the null hypothesis should not be rejected for S1 to S5 and 
from S7 to S9 as the two-tail P-value is greater than the α value (0.05). For the two statements 
which showed promise of a statistically significant change (S6 and S10) the P values were 
significantly lower than the other eight statements; however, the P-value for S6 was not low 
enough (P = 0.08) to reject the null hypothesis. The P-value for S10 (0.046 to three decimal 
places) was sufficient to reject the null hypothesis and accept the alternate hypothesis that there 
had been a perceivable change in attitude. 
 
4. Discussion and implications for future research 
 
4.1 Spring Survey 
The responses to the initial Spring Survey (N = 60) gave an indication of how the students felt 
about the impromptu move to CMC. The first two statements, "studying online has taught me 
new skills" and "these skills will be useful in the workplace," received the highest median scores 
on the Likert scale with a very low standard deviation. This finding appears to run contrary to 
the findings of Keller & Cernerd (2002) whose Swedish study found: 
  
"more than two thirds of the students disagreed totally or to a large extent that the Web 
platform had facilitated their studies, improved the communication with other students 
and teachers, improved the pedagogic value of the courses or improved their possibilities 
to solve problems" (66) 
 
However, a change in the perceived value of CMC is something that Keller & Cernard 
themselves predicted, positing that once online communication had become more accepted, there 
would likely be an increase in positive responses from students. Furthermore, the increase in 
quality and scope of CMC since 2002 will have had an undoubted effect on the attitude of 
students. To be able to see and respond to subtle changes in body language and tone in real-time 
in modern CMC is far from perfect, but is represents a vast improvement (Nadler, 2020). It was 
also interesting to note that there was a real perceived value to the world of work, suggesting that 
students felt that remote working might be something they will encounter in their future careers. 
Indeed, this echoes Japanese scholars' feelings (e.g., Saito, 2020), who expect that companies 
adopting a more remote workstyle will be the "new normal" in a post-pandemic future.  
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= 2.98, SD = 1.34) did show a significant increase in mean scores, which pointed towards a 
possible statistically significant change in attitude.  
 
3.3 Comparison 
A two-tailed t-Test was run to analyse the data for changes of a statistical significance between 
the two semesters. The results are detailed in Table 3. 
 
 
The results confirmed that the null hypothesis should not be rejected for S1 to S5 and 
from S7 to S9 as the two-tail P-value is greater than the α value (0.05). For the two statements 
which showed promise of a statistically significant change (S6 and S10) the P values were 
significantly lower than the other eight statements; however, the P-value for S6 was not low 
enough (P = 0.08) to reject the null hypothesis. The P-value for S10 (0.046 to three decimal 
places) was sufficient to reject the null hypothesis and accept the alternate hypothesis that there 
had been a perceivable change in attitude. 
 
4. Discussion and implications for future research 
 
4.1 Spring Survey 
The responses to the initial Spring Survey (N = 60) gave an indication of how the students felt 
about the impromptu move to CMC. The first two statements, "studying online has taught me 
new skills" and "these skills will be useful in the workplace," received the highest median scores 
on the Likert scale with a very low standard deviation. This finding appears to run contrary to 
the findings of Keller & Cernerd (2002) whose Swedish study found: 
  
"more than two thirds of the students disagreed totally or to a large extent that the Web 
platform had facilitated their studies, improved the communication with other students 
and teachers, improved the pedagogic value of the courses or improved their possibilities 
to solve problems" (66) 
 
However, a change in the perceived value of CMC is something that Keller & Cernard 
themselves predicted, positing that once online communication had become more accepted, there 
would likely be an increase in positive responses from students. Furthermore, the increase in 
quality and scope of CMC since 2002 will have had an undoubted effect on the attitude of 
students. To be able to see and respond to subtle changes in body language and tone in real-time 
in modern CMC is far from perfect, but is represents a vast improvement (Nadler, 2020). It was 
also interesting to note that there was a real perceived value to the world of work, suggesting that 
students felt that remote working might be something they will encounter in their future careers. 
Indeed, this echoes Japanese scholars' feelings (e.g., Saito, 2020), who expect that companies 
adopting a more remote workstyle will be the "new normal" in a post-pandemic future.  
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The sixth statement, "an online environment is good for making friends and socialising," 
received the most negative response. As Zoom and Webex were used by the university as the 
predominant mode of CMC, the majority of the class interaction would have been synchronous 
(real-time). Scholars (e.g., Tu, 1999; Darhower, 2002) have noted that in synchronous CMC it is 
vital to have good class management which also provokes off-task discussion to aid interaction 
between learners. It could be that the temporary, emergency solution did not provide the students 
with adequate quality instruction specifically designed for an online environment (Nae, 2020). It 
must also be noted that it was not merely the students' learning environment that had been 
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Negative feelings about CMC in statement S6 may also 
have been influenced by students' frustrations in their broader social life. 
 
4.2 Fall Survey 
The Fall Survey saw a slightly lower number of responses (N = 47) than the Spring Survey and 
this was perhaps due to the time of year the survey was administered (the survey came shortly 
after New Year when students were concentrating on their end of year finals.) However, there 
were still enough responses to run a worthwhile comparison with the Spring Survey to see if 
there was any meaningful change in student attitudes. 
One central point to note is the striking consistency in the mean values in the vast majority 
of questions. Statements S1-S5 and S7-S9 saw very little change. With the null hypothesis not 
rejected for these statements there must be an acceptance that there has been no statistical change 
in attitude. However, this in itself is a notable finding as it suggests that "Zoom fatigue," or what 
Nadler (2020) more widely terms "CMC exhaustion," has had little effect on the attitudes toward 
technology in the student population, despite students being forced to study online for a whole 
academic year. CMC exhaustion is a "pan-descriptor for the symptoms people experience after 
prolonged technology use" (ibid.). and is widely linked to increased negative attitudes toward 
technology. As there is little research into this relatively new phenomenon, it would be fruitful 
to investigate further why feelings of CMC exhaustion did not affect student attitudes towards 
technology. 
The two responses which looked like they might provide a statistically significant change 
in attitude in the fall semester were S6 and S10. after the two-tailed t-Test the P-value for S6 "an 
online environment is good for making friends and socialising" was not low enough to reject the 
null hypothesis in this investigation. However, as the P-value was significantly lower than for 
other statements, this might be another area of the student experience that warrants further 
investigation. Researchers (e.g., Antoniou, 2020) have argued the need for specific digital 
pedagogies to support new educational technologies to enhance the student experience. An 
investigation into how instructors tailored their digital pedagogies in the fall semester based on 
the experiences of the spring semesters would provide a perspective on the changes made which 
may have affected student feelings toward the social element of CMC in education. 
The final statement, S10, provided the only statistically significant result in the t-Test 
performed. There was an observed positive shift in feeling towards having an option to continue 
online. More in-depth analysis is needed to precisely ascertain what students values in such an 
"option," but this positive shift in feeling indicates that CMC may have a future (at least in the 
students' perception) in a post-pandemic classroom. One possible route would be an adoption of 
a hyflex (hybrid flexible) system in which students would have the option to either study in class, 
or online, dependent on their schedule or situation on the day. Previous studies (such as Jackson 
& Helms, 2008; Beatty, 2007) have shown the limitations of a hyflex learning environment (such 
as lack of student-teacher interaction and miscommunication), but as technology grows ever 
more competent in dealing with a hyflex setting, the methods by which CMC can be more 
effectively incorporated into digital pedagogies requires further examination.   
 
4.3 Conclusion 
Despite finding a statistically significant change in attitude towards an option for continued CMC 
in a Japanese EMI environment, readers should be wary in extrapolating any greater conclusion 
from this pilot study. The relatively small sample size from a single EMI program provides an 
interesting insight, but further research is required to continue the investigation into the feelings 
towards CMC. Measuring, and in turn comparing, results from other EMI programs is necessary 
to gain greater insight into how the measures taken to combat COVID-19 have influenced how 
students view technological mediation and if there is a widespread appetite for this type of 
learning. Furthermore, as Fukuda et al. (2015) suggest, qualitative data (such as recording of 
online classes, analysis of written course communication and student interviews) can be used to 
supplement the interpretation of survey responses. 
The COVID-19 pandemic was the most significant ad hoc experiment the modern world 
has ever taken part in and what we learn when all the data is picked over will challenge the 
prescribed ways of working in every facet of society. There has already been much discussion 
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about the long-term effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the way educational institutions will 
provide access to learning in the future and this study adds to this growing body of data, serving 
as a useful starting point to continue to investigate the potential application for CMC as a tool to 
help underpin EMI learning in a Japanese university classroom.  
Without a global pandemic, educators may never have had the chance to fully immerse 
themselves in a change of teaching practices and, for better or worse, every educator, and every 
student, learned something new in adopting CMC strategies. The lid cannot now be put back on 
the box and if there is a change in attitude amongst students as to the value of CMC, as this study 
suggests, then it is reasonable to proffer that new forms of CMC have a post-pandemic place in 
higher education. The success of these strategies will depend not only on the availability and 
quality of technology, but also on the extent to which faculty and students are supported as they 
explore and develop innovative ways to integrate technology into the learning experience. Digital 
natives make up an increasing percentage of the teaching staff at universities and it is likely to 




COVID-19 and Technology Survey  
 
 
1. Studying online has taught me new skills. 
 
 
2. These skills will be useful in the workplace. 
 
 
3. I was happy to have my video on in class. 
 
4. I feel comfortable communicating online. 
 
5. An online environment is good for studying. 
 
6. An online environment is good for making friends and socialising. 
 
7. My instructors understand the technology better than I do. 
 
8. Instructors were able to cope with teaching online equally well. 
 
9. I would like more interactive computer content in classes. 
 
10. I would like the option to continue to study online.  
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